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Towards a Model of Conscientious Corporate Brands: A Canadian Study

ABSTRACT:
Purpose – This paper attempts to validate a conceptual model for Conscientious Corporate Brands (CCB)
by exploring environmental and climate change issues together with perceptions of the internal and
external effectiveness of corporate codes of ethics as dimensions of CCBs.

Design/methodology/approach – By surveying organizations, the paper attempts to extend and
validate previous research in ethical branding by proposing an additional empirically grounded
conceptual model of ‘the conscientious dimension’ of corporate brands.
Findings – The conscientious character of a corporate brand is a multi-construct concept that may be
evaluated by the components of: a) climate change, b) environmental impact, c) internal corporate
codes of ethics, and d) external corporate codes of ethics as dimensions of the brand.
Research limitations/implications – The CCB model was tested on a sample of small, medium and large
sized companies in Canada, which may indicate less generalizability to larger companies or in other
countries and contextual settings.
Practical implications - The CCB-framework provides insights into the relationship between the natural
environment, climate change and corporate codes of ethics, which organizational managers might relate
to their organization.
Originality/value – This empirical study extends previous research by studying the willingness among
business managers to support aspects of conscientious corporate brands (CCBs) in business-to-business
relationships: when considering the impact of their brands on the natural environment and climate
change, and when considering their corporate codes of ethics. Such findings imply that ethical
conscientiousness is not just a rider to brand value; rather, it is an integral dimension in the
manufacturer-supplier relationship.
KEY WORDS:
Canada, conscientious corporate brand, code of ethics, natural environment, climate change, business-tobusiness

INTRODUCTION

This study seeks to validate a conceptual foundation for Conscientious Corporate Brands (CCBs - Rindell
et al., 2011) by investigating environmental and climate change issues together with perceptions of the
internal and external effectiveness of corporate codes of ethics as dimensions of CCBs. The aim is to
validate and extend previous research in ethical branding by proposing an additional empirically
grounded conceptual model for ‘the conscientious dimension’ of a corporate brand. The research
context for this paper is based upon relationships among Canadian organizations, versus the Rindell et
al. (2011) Scandinavian study.

According to Rindell et al (2011), CCBs represent corporate brands and products in which the ethical
concerns and values are embedded in the company’s business strategy, in the value and supply chain,

and over time in the vision and culture. The evolution over time is supported by Werther and Chandler
(2005) who suggest that corporate brands are grounded with the development of society, buyer-seller
relationships (Ford, 2001), and consumers’ image development. Rindell and Standvik (2010) propose
that over time in Conscientious Corporate Brands, corporate images should become aligned with an
organization’s mission, vision, and culture (Hatch and Schultz, 2001). In summary, CCBs are considered
long-term, consistent, and project holistic socially responsible behaviour in an organizational brand
strategy.

Three issues should be considered when discussing Conscientious Corporate Brands. First, a CCB should
be considered ethical (no harm to public good), there must be co-operation along the value and supply
chain, from producer to consumer (Scheuing, 1996) striving for the same ethical goals, so that all
business relationships in the chain enhance rather than diminish (Håkansson and Snehota, 1995) the
brand value. For example, Ben & Jerry's brand ice cream is ethically positioned, while Nike's overseas
sourcing policy created an issue (Crane, 2001). Second, strategic corporate social responsibility (CSR), a
reflection of corporate programs and investment in sustainability (Wang, 2010), should be considered as
it offers an insurance for global brands by positioning CSR to define the organizational mind-set
(Werther and Chandler, 2005). The Gap's 'sweatshop' labour would exemplify the issues that can arise
for a brand when CSR is not at the core of organizational identity. Finally, Golicic et al. (2010) argue that
organizations should integrate sustainability practices throughout their supply chains because key
stakeholders monitor sustainability efforts themselves, and make purchasing decisions accordingly
(Golicic et al., 2010). “The process towards sustainable business must be anchored and supported by the
top-level management and sometimes by the owners of companies, and it has to be a long-term
commitment” (Høgevold and Svensson, 2012, p.148).In addition, the "end-of-the-pipe approach does
not eliminate pollutants, but merely transforms them from one medium to another" (Eltayeb et al.,
2010, p.495). As Rindell et al. (2011) posit, while these three issues appear to contribute to the
development of CCBs, previous research within branding has addressed these issues holistically only to a
minor extent. The current study replicates and validates the holistic examination of these issues in a
Canadian setting.

Hence, ethical issues concerning buyers’ sustainability practices in their supplier relationships are of
particular interest in this study, and raise the following research questions: To what extent do Canadian
buyers implement code of ethics provisions related to climate change and environmental impact in their
supplier relationships; and, to what extent do suppliers adapt to the ethical standards as signalled by
buyers.

By focussing on Canadian buyer-supplier relationships, this study increases the insight into what extent
corporate social responsibility is implemented in supply chains. Incorporating code of ethics provisions
related to sustainability in company strategies directed at supplier relationships is fundamental to
building brand awareness, enhancing brand image, establishing brand credibility, evoking brand
feelings, and eliciting brand engagement among company customers (Keller, Apéria, and Georgson,
2008). For practitioners, this study adds support to the argument that including code of ethics provisions
related to sustainability creates, or increases, brand value.

LITERATURE REVIEW

“All company names are, to some degree, corporate brands” (Kay, 2006, p.753), and can be distinct
from the product brands or closely associated or part of the product brand names. For example,
Canada’s largest generic drug manufacturer Apotex Inc. uses the suffix “Apo” in branding many of their
generic medications, as in ‘APO-ACETAMINOPHEN’. In essence, conscientious corporate brands and
products as defined by Rindell et al. (2011) and as used in this study incorporates four variables: ethics
in the organization and supply chain and concern for climate change and environmental impact. This
focussed literature review therefore addresses these four issues.

Smoking industrial chimneys have been polluting the environment since the industrial revolution. More
recently, with greater global attention on the human and corporate impact on the natural environment
(Solomon et al., 2007), corporate codes of ethics as instruments that address these concerns have
become of greater importance in business, not only to consumers, but also to other stakeholders in the
marketplace and in society. For example, organizations such as the Canadian coffee and bake retail
chain Tim Hortons now recommend that members of their value chain agree to a Code of Conduct (Tim
Hortons, 2010b). The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s (IPCC) Fourth Assessment Report
(Solomon et al., 2007) points to the urgent need for sustainable business operations. The IPCC report of
2007 (Solomon et al.) emphasizes the importance in developing sustainable business models. According
to Vranceanu, (2005): "Businesses would probably improve the quality of their interactions with the
public at large if the ethical dimension were to become a fully-fledged component of their management
systems in general" (p.104). As developing countries rise in economic power, ethical doubts may also be
increasing regarding present consumption behaviour on a global scale. It is generally believed that the
use of non-renewable resources, contamination and waste residuals caused by increasing consumption
patterns are hardly sustainable; therefore, the concept of ethical consumption becomes of interest to all

stakeholders (Svensson, 2008b). Hence, there is an inter-connection of the natural environment, climate
change, and corporate codes of ethics (applied both internally and in the supply chain).

Further to environmental concerns and changing consumption behaviour, one visible example of pollution
caused by consumer products is packaging and the need for environmentally friendly packaging is obvious.
Ecological package changes are feasible from a technological perspective and there is consumer demand for
these items (Schwepker and Cornwell, 1991). Trudel and Cotte (2009) report that consumers have gone
beyond positive attitudes towards sustainable produced products, and to some extent a willingness to
pay more for these products; consumers are even demanding discounts from organizations producing
products unethically (Creyer and Ross, 1996). Moreover, the perception of ethical behaviour by an
organization, and their suppliers, can have a positive influence on a firm's image and reputation
(Pretious and Love, 2006). An example of this development is the abundance of global ethically labelled
brands such as Fair Trade Certified™ coffee (Neilson and Pritchard, 2007). The adherents of this
movement promote paying a higher price to producers of ethical products with certain social and
environmental standards (Creyer and Ross, 1997, Lim et al., 2010). This development has also influenced
the demand for an ethical dimension in brand value (Nandan, 2005, De Pelsmacker et al., 2003). Rubin
et al. (2008) argue that consumers in North America, who are accustomed to Nordic brands such as
Volvo and Saab, are moving towards Nordic brand values.

According to Kerr,"Environmental sustainability is being embraced by more of the most competitive and
successful multinational companies" (Kerr, 2007, p.668). As suggested by Hopkins (2009), if a
corporation does not find sustainability, sustainability will find it. More companies now realise that it is
necessary to achieve long-term sustainability in their business operations and industry (Turner and
Houston, 2009). Sharma and Henriques (2005) suggest that if organizations are not proactive in regards
to sustainability concerns even small stakeholders may organize through social media and demand that
governments impose regulatory provisions to protect communities and the natural environment.
Sustainability is also important in the case of suppliers and raw material producers, as exemplified by
fair trade in the coffee industry. Sustainability and Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) are now
considered competitive imperatives (Mahler, 2007), rather than costly inconveniences. By association, a
conscientious corporate brand is also a competitive imperative. Van Marrwijk (2003) reporting on
worldwide research by Ernst & Young indicate that only 11% of their sample had actually implemented a
sustainability strategy. By 2007, a study by A.T. Kearney suggested 60% of organizations had adopted
sustainable business strategies that strengthened or differentiated the corporate brand (Mahler, 2007).
A corporate brand encompasses not only the product line, but also how it is produced, knowledge of the
procurement from suppliers and producers, and physical distribution (Mulani, 2009, Carter and Rogers,
2008). Byrne (2007) suggests that a brand’s image, reputation, and value may be enhanced by
investment in people, the brand’s ecological impact and its supply chain.

Sustainable issues are not new; Rachel Carson (1962) visualized sustainable business models that
produced no negative impacts on the environment. Later in 1987 the World Commission on
Environment and Development report (Brundtland, 1987) focused on sustainability, which suggested
that sustainable business models should meet present requirements and not compromise the ability of
future generations to meet their own needs. Anselmsson and Johansson (2007) suggest that consumers
now assume that corporate retailers are intimately aware of their corporate social responsibilities (CSR)
and environmental responsibility is perhaps the most commonly used CSR dimension.

Yet, as stated by Carroll (1991), while marketing ethics has been discussed in the literature since the
1960s many questions on ethical branding remain unanswered (Fan, 2005). Ethical branding relates to
moral principles that define right or wrong behavior in branding decisions (Abela, 2003) and how the
brand helps "promote public good" (Fan, 2005, p. 343). Fan (2005) suggests additional research is
needed on ethical branding versus unethical branding and on the relationship between a brand and
society (Bhatti et al., 2011). Willmott (2003) suggests the concept ‘citizen brands’ as a challenge to
organizations to consider the relationship between companies, consumers, and 'putting society at the
heart of the company' (p.369). Crane (2001) proposes a matrix for ethical product concept evaluation
(direction of ethical augmentation: negative, neutral, positive) which includes the product, marketing,
corporation, and country dimensions. In a case study of Benetton, a global luxury fashion brand,
Borgersonet al(2009) note that Benetton publicly communicated its ethical brand promise, "but failed to
operationalize that identity throughout the organization" (p.220), which led to failure in capitalizing on
the positive effects of that organizational identity. In summary, research questions appear to be
unanswered from a branding perspective and the consumers’ ethical concern constitutes a growing area
of importance (Hall, 2007).

As observed by Carter (2000), ethical business or corporate social responsibility issues have been on the
research agenda within relationship management, especially business-to-business relationships.
However, ethical issues in the area of pricing, advertising, and credit practices appear to have been the
focus regarding behavior and duties of the business partners (Murphy et al., 2007, Abela and Murphy,
2008). Environmental concerns in business networks are now appearing but are still understudied in the
marketing literature (Manna et al., 2011).

Adams and Raisborough (2010) suggest that in contemporary markets there are various approaches to
understanding ethical brands and consumer ethical consumption, which leads to difficult ethical choices

in developing products and brands in competitive markets. Increasing concerns about the environment,
associated climate change, organizational and supply chain ethics are now a reality and how
organizations address these concerns will be a factor in their future competitiveness.

METHOD

Research Context and Sample
This empirical study of Canadian organizations tests a conscientious corporate brands (CCB) model
proposed by Rindell et al. (2011), and derived from the literature discussed above, consisting of the
following four components: a) environmental impact, b) climate change, c) internal corporate codes of
ethics and d) external corporate codes of ethics.

The Canadian sample consisted of managers and executives in small to large sized organizations
(revenue of $2 million to 153 billion). The data were collected in three waves, with a determined effort
to maximize participation and ensure a representative list of respondents. In the first wave, recipients of
the newsletter of a national association of purchasing professionals were invited to complete an on-line
survey. The association estimates that the newsletter is received by 7000 persons. However,
organizations may have 2-3 recipients of the association newsletter. A second request was sent to
approximately 2700 members of a group whose members are highly likely to also be members of the
national association. In the third wave of data collection, the research instrument was sent to 774
named officers of Canada’s largest corporations (with 101 of these returned as the named official had
left the company). This group is also likely a subset of the national association. The data were therefore
collected in a cascading manner to maximize the rate of return. This data collection process yielded 165
downloaded returns, 7 letters stating that the request was forwarded to the purchasing department, 8
letters indicating that it was company policy not to respond to surveys and 5 indicating that the
addressee had left the company. Fifteen of the completed questionnaires were discarded as being
incomplete outliers. The useable 150 questionnaires were from respondents representing a broad cross
section of Canadian purchasing professionals.

Slightly more than thirty-eight percent (38.7%) of the 150 respondents were from privately owned firms
and 45.3% were from publicly owned firms. The other respondents were employed in firms owned by
suppliers, manufacturers, cooperatives etc.
The number of years the organizations have worked with their current supplier ranged from one to ninety,
with a mean of 13.6 years. Of the 150 respondents, 94 are males and 56 females. One hundred and

eighteen (78.7%) of the respondents are university educated, 10 (6.7%) reported high school as their
highest level of education attained, 2 (1.3%) reported grade school and 20 (13.3%) identified “Other” as
their highest level of education. The length of employment of the respondents with their current
employers ranged from six months to thirty-seven years (mean length of service was 9.4 years) and their
experience in the industry ranged from six months to thirty-eight years ( mean experience was 14 years).
As suggested by Campbell (1955), the survey instrument includes two items as informant competency
checks. The two items ask how much the respondent knew about his/her firm’s perspective of the study
topics and how much the respondent knew about specific experiences with its suppliers. A total of 98.8%
of the respondents indicated that they had a good amount of knowledge about their firm’s perspective in
regard to its suppliers and 99.4% indicated that they also had a good amount of knowledge about their
firm’s experiences with their suppliers. Consequently, all 150 questionnaires were used in the data
analysis.
Measures and Scale Items
To test the CCB model in Canada, the questionnaire contained measurement scales (see Table1) adapted
from Svensson (2008b) and from Svensson, Wood, Singh, and Callaghan (2009b). A five point Likerttype scale, anchored at 5 (strongly agree) and 1 (strongly disagree) was used for all variables.

Insert Table 1 about here: Scale items by Construct

RESULTS

Measurement Model
To test the measurement properties of the CCB model, a confirmatory factor analysis was used on the
Canadian sample (Jöreskog and Sörbom, 1976, Arbuckle, 2003). Confirmatory factor analyses were run
with the items and measurement model (i.e., 12 indicator variables as shown in Figure 1) using the
SPSS/AMOS 18.0 software.

Insert about here: Figure 1 – Four-Construct Measurement Model

The measurement model of CCB was tested and the goodness-of-fit measures were found to be within
the recommended guidelines (Hair et al., 2006). For example, the Chi-square was 143.800 with 48
degrees of freedom. This Chi-square was statistically significant (p = 0.00). As a result, other fit statistics
were examined. The normed Chi-square (X2/df) was 2.996, while the NFI was 0.91, the IFI was 0.94, the
TLI was 0.90, the CFI was 0.94, and RMSEA was 0.116, all of which satisfy the recommended guidelines
except for RMSEA, which is considered marginal (Hair, 1998).

Assessment of Construct Validity and Reliability
To assess the validity and reliability of the CCB-model several measures were used (see Table 2).
Convergent validity is the extent to which individual items in a construct share variance between them
and is measured based on the variance extracted from each construct. The variance extracted for all
constructs exceeded the recommended 50 percent (Hair et al., 2006, p.745-749.)as shown in Table 2,
ranging between 56-94%. Reliability is also considered when evaluating constructs. The CCB-constructs
exhibited composite trait reliability levels ranging between 0.80 and 0.98, exceeding the generally
accepted guideline of 0.7 (Hair et al., 2006, p.745-749.).

Insert Table 2about here: Inter-Construct Correlations and Summary Statistics.

Discriminant validity examines whether the constructs are measuring different concepts (Hair et al.,
2006) and is assessed by comparing the square root of the variance extracted to the inter-construct
correlations. The square root variance extracted should be larger than the corresponding inter-construct
correlations and this condition was met in all cases in the measurement model (Table 2). Consequently,
the CCB-model exhibited discriminant validity. Nomological validity means the relationships between
constructs are consistent with theory (Figure 1). The conceptual model of conscientious corporate
brand, as presented in figure 1, was first tested by Rindell et al. (2011). Later the model was validated by
Lee et al. (2012), and Bogaards et al. (2012). The significant relationships among the constructs in these
previous studies are confirmed in this study, thus indicating nomological validity.

In summary, the analysis indicates that the recommended guidelines for convergent, discriminant and
nomological validity, as well as construct reliability, were all met. It is therefore concluded that the
measurement properties of CCB in the Canadian business-to-business relationships tested indicate
satisfactory validity and reliability.

CONCLUSION, RESEARCH LIMITATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

The results of this Canadian study suggest that the conscientious character of a corporate brand is a multiconstruct concept that may be evaluated and developed by considering the components of: a) climate change, b)
environmental impact, c) internal corporate codes of ethics and d) external corporate codes of ethics of the
organization as dimensions of the brand. Figure 2 illustrates these dimensions and how CCBs should be aligned
with the company’s internal and external stakeholders’ image and image heritage (Rindell and Strandvik, 2010) as
well as with the company’s business relationships and society’s development over time (Rindell et al., 2011). The
findings of this study provide insights into conscientious corporate brand values in Canada, further to previous
studies in Northern Europe, South Africa, and in Taiwan.
The results from this Canadian study add support to the consideration of sustainability provisions in codes of
ethics in buyer-seller relationships, as proposed by Rindell et al. (2011). Moreover, considering recent, similar
examinations of conscientious corporate branding within quite different country contexts, the results in this study
further indicate that CCB is a consideration in companies’ strategic processes. The Rindell et al. study comprises
data from the largest companies in Norway, Finland and Sweden. Bogaards et al. (2012) find similar results in
investigating large South African manufacturer-supplier relationships. Corresponding results within small and
medium sized Taiwanese buyers and sellers are provided by Lee et al. (2012). The similar results within small,
medium and large companies, buyers-sellers, manufacturer-suppliers, in Sweden, Finland, Norway, South Africa,
and Canada, may indicate that ethical issues related to sustainability in companies’ strategies, aiming to create or
improve brand value, are increasingly incorporated.

Insert Figure 2 about here: Dimensions to consider for a CCB

The validation of the CCB-framework developed by Rindell et al. (2011) provides insights into the relationship
between the natural environment, climate change and corporate codes of ethics. By considering the CCB model,

organizations may consider reducing carbon emissions within the organization and supply chain. For example,
organizations may investigate reusable packaging or containers with suppliers. Or, like Tim Hortons, organizations
may work with suppliers to develop a common code of ethics (Tim Hortons, 2010a). This framework may assist
organizational managers in Canada to consider key factors and relate them to their organization.The B2B survey
results indicate that the CCB model makes an important contribution in terms of laying a conceptual foundation
and providing the seed for further research. The findings imply that ethical conscientiousness is not just a rider to
brand value; rather, it is a consideration in the manufacturer-supplier relationship in Canadian business
relationships. The study penetrates new terrain in the field. Further, it makes a contribution to both theory and
practice in the field of CCBs by validating and proposing concrete constructs and their dimensions for a CCB
model. In effect the model while a description of the relationship among the four variables may also be seen as a
prescription for the development of conscientious corporate brands.

Although the empirical findings of the measurement model indicate an acceptable fit, validity and
reliability, there are some research limitations that need to be acknowledged. For example, in this study
the CCB model was tested on a sample consisting of small, medium and large sized companies in
Canada, which may indicate less applicability and generalizability to larger companies and companies in
other countries or contextual settings (e.g., culture). Another limitation may be that a sample that
contains a mix of companies does not cover all areas of business, nor is it equally represented across the
sample. For example, it is possible that the relationship of these constructs will interact differently in
specific contexts such as health care B2B situations where regulatory issues may affect the relationship.
Moreover, the relatively small sample size may raise further questions on generalizability, concerns that
may be mitigated by the confirmatory nature of the findings. Furthermore, the model was only tested
on buyer-supplier dyad relationships, whereas other kinds of business relationships (e.g., seller-buyer
dyad) may possess other measurement properties and relationships. Implicit in the limitations of this
study are suggestions for future research, as studies should be designed to overcome these limitations.
Nevertheless, like all survey research on a selected sample, we are confident that the CCB model is
accurate for the sample of the assorted sized organizations examined.

The identified research limitations offer opportunities for further research. Such research might further
develop the proposed CCB-model by varying the dimensions and constructs, or investigating
connections to higher order constructs such as trust and loyalty. This approach would be informative
and would advance the field significantly beyond the current paper and that of Rindell et al. (2011).
Moreover, the CCB model validated in this study itself offers a seed for replication and refinement in
other countries and cultures.

Table 1 – Scale Items by Construct

Climate Change
a) We raise issues related to climate change in our relationship with this
supplier.
b) This supplier raises issues related to climate change with us.
c) Environmental concerns are important in our relationship with this
supplier.

Environmental Impact
a) We emphasize the recycling of materials when dealing with this supplier.
b) It is important that it be possible to re-use components provided by this
supplier.
c) We request that this supplier provide documentation concerning the
impact of the
products on the environment.

Code of Ethics – Internal
a) Our code of ethics/conduct influences our relationship with this supplier.
b) Our code may assist us in resolving ethical dilemmas with this supplier.
c) Our code assists us in our relationship with this supplier.

Code of Ethics – External
a) This supplier meets our ethical expectations.
b) This supplier behaves correctly according to our corporate values.
c) This supplier follows our ethical standards.

Table 2: Inter-Construct Correlations and Summary Statistics.

Variable

CC

E

CEI

CEE

Climate Change

0.88

Environment

0.59

0.75

Code of Ethics - Internal

0.15

0.30

0.87

Code of ethics External

0.14

0.22

0.55

0.97

Variance Extracted

78%

56%

76%

94%

Composite Trait
Reliability

0.91

0.80

0.92

0.98

Notes: Diagonal elements are the square root of the average variance extracted (AVE)
between the constructs and their measures. The off-diagonal elements are correlations
between the constructs. For discriminant validity, diagonal elements should be larger
than the off-diagonal elements in the same row and column (Duarte & Raposo, 2010,
p.467).

Figure 1 – Four-Construct Measurement Model

Figure 2 – Dimensions to consider for a CCB

Societal and Business
Relationship
Development over
Time

Concientious
Corporate
Brand

Image, and
Image
Heritage over
Time

Adapted from Rindell et al.(2012)
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